At the twelfth hour of the UN climate change meeting in Cancún last month, negotiators from more than 200 countries managed to prevent the collapse of the 20-year-old climatechange-negotiating process but otherwise achieved little in concrete new moves to build on the Kyoto protocol, a legal commitment to reduce carbon emissions by some industrialised countries, which expires next year. But the process is increasingly challenged by the need for practical solutions here and now.
News focus
international regime of monitoring every country's emission-cutting efforts.
Some environmental groups criticised the deal because the emission cuts that it prescribes do not yet go far enough to keep warming to a 2ºC rise. "The agreement falls short of the emission cuts that are needed, but it lays out a path to move towards them -crucially moving the world to the global deal that eluded the Copenhagen summit."
Cancún was overshadowed by the failed Copenhagen summit in December 2009. The outcome of this highly flagged, high-level meeting has been described as a "car crash" for its failure to deliver any substantive Nations are increasingly aware of the threats from rising global temperature and the need for technological innovations to help cope. Nigel Williams reports.
Climate change talks stumble on
Pressures: The demands for the dwindling water supply available from the Colorado River are forcing a rethink in water usage in Las Vegas and elsewhere downstream. (Picture: Gerald Lord/Photolibrary.)
The 5,000 delegates from all countries at the Mexican resort agreed a new framework in which all countries -and not just the richer, industrialised nations as in the previous agreement -have UN-recognised goals to cut their emissions of greenhouse gases. They recognised that industrialised nations need to do more to cut emissions, officially adopted the target of keeping warming to 2ºC above pre-industrial levels, agreed world emissions must soon peak and agreed to a new developments, hence the focus on the Cancún outcomes. "This is a turning point in the long-running saga of international climate change negotiations," said Chris Huhne, the UK's climate change secretary and head of the country's delegation.
Huhne had warned that failure at Cancún would have turned future climate talks into a "zombie process" in which nothing significant could be agreed. He played a major role at the request of the Mexican hosts in chairing a special group of ministers dealing with the most difficult problem. This was the seemingly intractable argument between some rich and poor countries over renewing the Kyoto protocol which committed rich, industrialised countries to make legally binding cuts to their emissions, while committing the poorer developing nations to do nothing. The row pitched Japan and Russia, on the one hand -refusing point-blank to consider a renewed protocol -against developing countries led by Brazil and Venezuela, who insisted on renewal as the price of a deal.
But Huhne and his colleagues managed to draft a text that allowed both sides to hold their positions while putting off a decision on a follow-up to Kyoto, probably until the next UN climate conference in Durban later this year. This move allowed issues to go ahead, including the Green Fund and the draft of a deforestation treaty. The fund will be used to disburse money in annual aid for climate defence in developing nations. Rich countries promised the fund should reach $00 billion by 2020 in the Copenhagen accord. The forest agreement, known as Redd+ -an acronym standing for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (plus other elements) -which sees the major tropical rainforests receiving funds eventually for not being cut down and thereby reducing carbon emissions in some sort of carbon credit system. Environmental critics again questioned where the funds were to come from to pay for such proposals. But Huhne and others remained optimistic overall. "I think this shows that there is still real consensus internationally -and I would say a growing consensus in places such as China and India, where you would not, a year ago, have expected it -that we do have to go down this path to a low carbon economy and that, actually, it is the road to prosperity," Huhne said.
But, while delegates in Cancún pursue a lengthy process, many other people are having to come to grips with environmental problems, increasingly linked to climate change. The US might be one of the industrialised countries least willing to sign up to decreasing carbon emissions, but researchers in the Southwest are increasingly concerned by what appear to be dramatic changes in weather patterns. Glen MacDonald at the University of California, Los Angeles, has looked at the current drought in that part of the US in a paper in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (published online). He describes the drought as marked by its high temperatures and "arguably the most severe" in its history. The drought has also seen increased forest and woodland mortality as a result of fires and pathogen outbreaks. "Although the high temperatures and aridity are consistent with projected impacts of greenhouse warming, it is unclear whether the drought can be attributed to increased greenhouse gases or is a product of natural climatic variability," he writes.
Whatever the current cause, climate change models indicate that the twentyfirst century will be increasingly arid and droughts more severe and prolonged, he writes. Since 200, large portions of the arid Southwest have experienced prolonged drought. During some of these years, the region's precipitation averaged as much as 22-25 per cent below the twentieth-century mean. The average annual temperature for 200-2009 was 0.8°C warmer than the twentieth-century mean.
Key to the problems facing the Southwest is the Colorado River. This critical conduit to the region is apportioned to supply annually 20,400 million cubic metres to the basin states and Mexico. In Nevada, the river mainly supplies the industrial demands of Las Vegas, but, downstream, around 70 per cent of the water is used for agriculture. These figures were based on an early twentieth-century average flow of around 20,970 million cubic metres. For 200-2006 the estimated natural flow at Lees Ferry, Arizona, averaged 3,84 million cubic metres, MacDonald writes.
While the climate change negotiations in Cancún may seem slow, there is no doubt the situation described by MacDonald will require urgent and massive response in Southwest US and other regions where solutions to emerging environmental problems are needed. "Technical innovations, policy measures, and market-based solutions that increase supply and decrease water demand are all needed," says MacDonald. "Meeting twenty-first century sustainability challenges in the Southwest will also require planning, cooperation, and integration that surpass twentieth-century efforts in terms of geographic scope, jurisdictional breadth, multisectorial engagement, and the length of planning timelines."
Broker: The UK climate change secretary, Chris Huhne, played a key role in keeping key talks going in Cancún. (Photo: PA.)
